Lateral cervical spine dislocation and vertebral artery injury.
Although anterior and posterior traumatic displacement of cervical vertebrae are commonly noted, and the devastating neurological deficits associated with these injuries have been amply defined, lateral displacement with fractures has been rarely recognized, and the clinical significance of this injury has been overlooked. This report describes five cases of cervical spine fractures with lateral dislocation. All patients had lateral and anteroposterior cervical spine radiographs as well as cervical angiography or postmortem study demonstrating either complete occlusion or significant impairment of flow of the vertebral arteries. Two cases had traumatic vertebral artery occlusion with secondary medullary and cerebellar infarction resulting in the patient's death. Vertebral artery injury apparently is not uncommon in this particular type of fracture. The diagnosis of these vascular injuries may require angiography or magnetic resonance angiography. A vertebral occlusion or dissection is a problem of considerable complexity, requiring individualized management depending on the patient's symptomatology, location and nature of the injury, and time lapsed since the injury.